ORESTHEUM OR ORESTHASION IN ARCADIA 


.... j 

Pausanias while travelling through Southwest Arcadia, reported 
seeing the ruins of Oresthasion 1 on the right of the road from 
Megalopolis to Asea 2 , somewhere between the villages of Haimoniai 3 
and Athenaion 4 : 

[1] What is left of my account of Arcadia is the road from 
Megalopolis to Pallantion and Tegea, the road which leads to the 
Mound. The area in front of the city along this road is named 
Ladokeia alter Ladokos son of Echemos ; beyond this in ancient 
times was the city of Haimoniai, the site of which has kept its name 
to this day. [2] Among the remnants to be recorded of the city of 
Oresthasion, oil the right of the road after Haimoniai, some 
columns of the Sanctuary of Artemis are still standing; the title 
of Artemis is the Priestess. Along the straight road from Haimoniai 
is Aphrodision and then another place called Athenaion, on the 
left of which is a temple of Athene with a stone statue in it. [3] Just 


1 Also known as Orestcum (Pads., VIII, 3, 2; Plutarch, Aristides , 10) or 
Orest he urn (Herodotus, IX, II ; Thucydides, V, 64); for the linguistics ol the 
matter and the interchange of the letters 0 and r, see li. Meyi r in A*. //., XVIII, 
1014 ff. ; the city was abandoned in 368 B.C. and its inhabitants moved to 
Megalopolis (Paus., VIII, 27, 3) ; not to be confused with Orestia, a quarter of 
Megalopolis (Stf.phanus Byzantius, .y.v. McydXt] TToXic). 

2 “As the military road from Sparta must have entered the Asean plain from 
the south, it becomes probable that Oresthasium was in the southern part of that 
plain, and hence that the ancient road from Megalopolis to Asea, Pallantium, and 
Tegea followed the most southern of the passes. This pass which rises to a height 
of 1000 feet above the Megalopolitan and 300 feet above the Asean plain, starts 
from a point a little south of the village of Rapsomati and descends into the Asea 
plain near the village of Marmaria” (J. G. Frazer, Pausanias' Description of 
Greece , IV, p. 412). 

3 Placed near the modern village of Perivolia [W. Loring, in Journal of Hellenic 
Studies , 15 (1895), p. 31 ; Y. Pikoulas, r H Nona MeyaXonoXhiKrj xorpa, Athens, 
1988, p. 90]. 

4 Placed near modern Frankovrysi [Leake., Pelop ., p. 247 and Morea , II, p. 83 ; 
Bursian, Geogr ., II, p. 227 ; Phiuppson, Pelopones , p. 88 ; Loring, in Journal 
of Hellenic Studies , 15 (1895), p. 32]. 
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two and a half miles or so from Athenaion lie the ruins of Asha, 
and the hill which was once its fortress still shows traces of the defence 
wall 5. | 


The matter of Orestheum has attracted considerable speculation 
amgjtg historians and to this day no one knows where the village 
was situated. According to tradition it was supposedly founded either 
by Q'restheus a son of Lycaon 6 or by Orestes the son olf Agamemnon 
who was believed to have resided there after the murder of Clytcm- 
nestra 7 . It is possible, however, that the name Oresthasion was given 
to a village called Orestheum, by the Lacedaemonians- once it came 
under their control 8 . Herodotus (IX, 11) and Thucydides (V, 64) 
recreate the circumstances through which we can become familiar 
with Orestheum’s role in history. v i 

In 479 B.C. as the Athenians were evacuating their city for a 
second time in ten months, and as Mardonius was stating his demand 
for their surrender from nearby Boeotia, the Peloponnesians were 
unable to send help because of the Hyacinthia 9 ; or at least that 
is what they claimed. The Athenians, having recognized the possibility 
that their allies may never appear in battle against Mardonius, at 
least not until the Persians were to attack the Spartans’ wall at the 
Isthmus, decided to send a delegation of allies threatening vengeance. 
The delegation, composed of representatives from Megara., Athens, 
and Plataea, met with the Ephors at Sparta and was told to wait 
for a response over a number of days. As time passed the envoys 
became angry and prepared to leave Sparta when they were informed 
that a force of Spartan hoplites had left for Athens the night before. 


Pa ns., VII], 44, It; translated by Peter Levi. 

* l.ykaorTs other sons founded cities wherever each of them preferred. Pallas 
and Orestheus and Pliigalos founded Pallantion and Oresthasion and Phigalia” 
(Pa us., VIII, 3, 1) translated by Peter Levi. 

7 "... in the course of time Phigalia and Oresthasion changed their names, and 
came to be called Oresieion after Orestes the son of Agamemnon and Phialia alter 
Boukolion's son Phialos..."(P alis., VIII, 3, 2) translated by Peters Levi. See also 
Euiui’im-s, Orestes, I M3-1647. and Electro , 1273-1275. \ 

Lor the Spartan a I tempts to impose their mythology, or to associate themselves 
with the pre-Doric mythology of Arcadia see; Xp. Kapaapa, 'Apxaiktj UoAnuaj 
zfjc 1'ndpvj^, Athens, 1^75. 

9 “An annual solemnity at Amydae, in Laconia, in honour of Hyacinthus and 
Apollo” (1 .i MPRifiRu’s (lassical Dictionary ). 

j 
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and was believed to be at Orestheum that very moment. The final 
events of this affair reappear below, as Herodotus narrates them ,() : 

11. Oi psvSfj ovv IJavoavu] s^sXrjXvOsoav s^co Lndpzyq' oi 
3s dyysXoi, cog fjpsprj sysyovss, ov3sv eidozsq nspi zfjg s£d3ov 
snijAdwhit zobg scpopovq, ev voco dfj fyovzcq dnaXXdoosoOai tea) 
avzoi sni zfjv savzov stcaozog * snsAQovzsq St eXsyov za3s m Ypsig 
juev, co AaKsSaipovioi, ‘avzov zfjSe psvovzsq r YatcivOid zs dyszs kxi) 
nai£szs, Kazaiipo3ovzsq zobg ovjupdxovg * 'AOijvdioi 31: cog 
aSiKsojusvoi vno vjuscov /;/r si zs ovpjudxcov icazaXvoovzai zcp 
IJspori ovzco oKcoq dv Svvcovzai * KazaXvod/isvoi 3s, SfjXa yap 
ozi avppaxoi BaoiAsoq yivojusOa, ovozpazsvoopsOa sn’ ijv dv 
sksjvoi efyjyscovzai. vjusiq 3s zd svOsvzsv paOijosoOs okoIov dv 
zi vpiv e£ avzov sk flawy.” zavza Xsyovzcov zcov dyysAcov, oi scpopoi 
srnav src r opjcov koli 3fj 3okssiv sivai ev y OpsaOskp ozsixovzaq 
srii zobg tgsivovq. tgsivovq yap rxdXsov zobg (hipfldpovg. oi 3s cog 
ovk si3ozsq snsipcdtaw zd Asydpsvov, snsipbpsvoi 31: sgspaOov 
ndv zd sov, coots ev Ocdpazi ysvopsvoi snopsvovzo zyv zax'iozyv 
dicoKovzsq * ovv 3s ocpi zcov nspiobaov AabcsSaipovicov Aoyd3sq 
TzsvzaKiox'iAioi onXjzai zcovzo zovzo snoisov. 

12. Oi psv 3y eg zov 'loQpov ynsiyovzo * 

Translation 

11. So Pausanias’ army had marched away from Sparta ; but as 
soon as it was day, the envoys came before the ephors, having no 
knowledge of the expedition, and being minded themselves to depart 
each one lo his own place ; and when they were come, “You 
Lacedaemonians”, they said, “abide still where you are, keeping your 
Hyacinthia and disporting yourselves, leaving your allies deserted ; 
the Athenians, for the wrong that you do them and for lack of allies, 
will make their peace with the Persians its best they can, and there¬ 
after, seeing that plainly we shall be the King’s allies, we will march 
with him against whatever land his men lead us. Then will you learn 
what the issue of this matter shall be for you.” Thus spoke the envoys ; 
and the ephors swore to them that they believed their army to be 
even now at Orestheum, marching against the strangers as they called 
the foreigners. Having no knowledge of this, the envoys questioned 


10 Herodotus, IX, II ; How and Wells in their Commentary on Herodotus 
rely on Loring’s conclusions. 
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further ,is to what the tale might mean, and thereby learnt 
the whole trull, ; where at they marvelled, and took; the road with 

specd aftcr ,he arrn - v : with them went likewise five thousand 

chosen men-at-arms of the Laeedaimonian country-men. 

12- So they made haste to reachahe Isthmus n . . !. 

Herodotus’ passage can he divided into three parts First the 
envoys accuse the Lacedaemonians of unwillingness jto fight ’ se¬ 
condly, the Lacedaemonians repel the insult by a strong response 
of assurance that the Spartan hoplites are already on the way to 
Athens through Orestheum : and thirdly, the envoys,!having C 

persuaded, follow with additional troops. ; ^ 

In Che second pun, the Lacedaemonians who wish to!demonstrate 
tl,C “ rSC " c >’ w “ h ‘heir expeditionary force is moving, a. fa 
very moment, toward the Corinthian Isthmus, use as a reference 

Xe if n u 0f 0rCSth ^ 0n * ^ would they name that particular 
age if not so as to attempt to reduce the anxiety of the envoys 
by providing some kind of evidence of their honest intention of 
arriving m Athens m the shortest period of time. It would, no doubt 
uve been an insult to the Athenians if the Spartans had used as 
a reference point a site far off the direct road to the Isthmus. Thus 
the envoys, on the third part, having been convinced of the Spartan 
.ntcn tlon u them, set after the army with all speed (rt r 

m/jan/v) and make haste (rjndyono) to reach the Isthmus. 


* * 


n 4 2 I ,C. in the middle of the Peloponnesian War,I the Argives 
thought it best to attack Epidaurus in order to secure a safe passage¬ 
way for Athenian .enforcements across the Saronic Gulf. A year 
a c m an attempt to help Epidaurus, the Lacedaemonikns launched 
an attack on the city of Argos. The campaign was interrupted by 
a peace between King Agis of Sparta and a few Argives. Athens 
appbed pi essurc on Argos to break the truce and upon agreeing 
to do so the Argives, in concordance with Mantineik and Elis 

dkn M / ) rCa , d ' a - J . n order t0 P rotect Tegea, the Lacedaemonians 
dispatched a large lorce which on its way north stopped briefly at 


11 The Locb Classical l.ibraiy. Translated by A. D. Godlev. 







ORESTHEUM OR ORF.STIIASION IN ARCADIA 


33 


Orestheum. Thucydides, our authority on the events of this era, 
wrote : 

64. ’Ev zovzqi S’dcpiKvsvzai avzoiq ayysAia napd zcov cmzpScmv 
ek Tcycaqmi, si /.it) napcaovzai sv zdyv.i, dnoazijaszai avzdiv Tsyca 
npdq Apysiovq Kai zovg gvppdy^ovq Kai daov ovk dcpsozi/Ksv. 
hnauOa Sij fdorjOsia zcov AaKsSaipovicov yiyvczai avzcov zs kcu 
zoJv ElAanwv navSr/psi oScia kcli ola ovnco npdzcpov. fywpoov 
Ss eg ’ OpsaOsiov zfjq MaivaAiaq • kcli zo'ig pbv ApicdScvv ocpszcpoiq 
oval Lj>npdxoig nposmov dOpoiaOaaiv ir.vai laizd nodag avzolv 
sg Teyiav, avzo'i Sr. prxpt pi:v zov 'OpcaOriov ndvzrg rAOovir.q, 
EKsiOsv Sc zd skzov pcpoq acpcov avzcov dnoncfiy/avrc.g cn ’ o'ikov, 
ev cp zd Tcpsofivzrpdv zs Kai zd vscozcpov fjv, coozs zd o'iicoi 
fpoop civ, zcp Aomop azpazsvpazi dcpiKvovvzai eg Tcycav ' 2 . 

Translation 

64. Meanwhile word came from their friends in Tcgea that, unless 
they should come quickly, Tegea would go over to the Argives and 
their allies, and already had all but done so. Where upon succour 
was sent, both of the Lacedaemonians themselves and of the Helots, 
in full force, promptly and on such a scale as never before. These 
advanced to Orestheum in Maenalia, and gave orders to their allies 
among the Arcadians to get together and come close upon their heels 
to Tegea. After going all together as far as the Orestheum, they sent 
home from there a sixth part of their force — in which were included 
the older and younger men — to keep guard at home, and with 
the remainder of their army reached Tegea, where not long afterwards 
the allies from Arcadia arrived u . 

In this passage the Lacedaemonians are warned that unless they 
should come quickly (si pi) napsaovtai i:v zdxr.i) Tegea will he lost 
to the Argives. Realizing the urgency that is demanded of them 
here, they respond massively and swiftly ( navdrjpsi dgeta ) by going 
through Orestheum. Although the intentions ol the Lacedaemonians 
in the previous passage (Herodotus, IX, 11) could be questioned, 
here no one can possibly suggest that the Spartans would go north 
through an out of the way village, at a time as critical to their own 

12 Thucydides, V, 64. Gomme writes “Oresthasion is to be sought close to 
Megalopolis” ( Commentary on Thucydides , IV, p. 93). 

13 The Loeb Classical Library. Translated by Charles Foster Smith. 
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interests as this. Once more Oresthasion is on the quickest way to 
a northern, from Sparta, destination. 

1 | 

Modern Travellers I 

Although Pausanias gives an approximate geographical position 
for Oresthasion. his comments are not helpful to determine the 
location of the ruins. Oresthasion could have beeh on either side 
of Mt. Tsembcrou and still conform to Pausanias’} description, i.e. 
south of the road. Drawn by this ambiguity in Pausanias’description, 
several modern historians have surveyed the region and formulated 
theories as to the whereabouts of the lost town. j 

Leake first suggested that Oresthasion was on the summit of Mt. 
1 semberou l4 , but later abandoned the idea, placing it this time near 
the village of 'Marmaria l5 . j 

Bursian relying on Pausanias’ description of the area placed it 
on the western side of Tsembcrou l6 . j • 

Concerning the topography of the area, Loring wrote that “it is 
impossible to suppose that the Spartan route to Asea was via the 
Megalopolitan plain ; — this would only be credible if the passes 
south of Tsimbarou, leading directly from the Lakonian plain to 
the Asea, were exceptionally high or difficult; and they are not. 
The Spartan route must have passed south and east of Tsimbarou ; 
Oresthasium, therefore, since it was on the Spartan jroute, must have 
been east, not west, of that hill, and was therefore in the plain of 
Asea” I? 


14 Moral, It, 1 38. Leake also reported to have seen fortifications on the same 
summit (elevation 1254 m) “Oresthasium, otherwise Oresteium, I conceive to have 
occupied the summit of Mount Tzimbara, on which conspicuous point there are 
still some remains'of a Hellenic fortress. The situation very much resembles that 
of many of the ancient Arcadian noXeic; and indeed that of the fortresses of every 
part of Greece in the early stages of its society; Tzimbaru; lay to the right of 
the road from Megalopolis to Asea, in the part where it crossed the ridge between 
Haernoniae and Athenaeum, and this is precisely the point where Pausanias 
mentions Oresthasium”, p. 319. 

15 Peloponnexiara , pp. 247-248. 

16 Geographir von GriechenUmd , Leipzig, 1872, p. 227. 

17 15(1895), pp. 28-30. 


? 
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While surveying the eastern slopes of Tsemberou, Loring came 
across ruins on the low hill of Agia Triada. He described these 
remains in the following manner : 

On its southern slope [i.e. the hill’s slope] is a chapel, still standing 
of Agia Triada, and on its northern slope a ruined chapel of Ag. 
Giannakss. Built into the former are several hewn blocks of limestone 
of Hellenic workmanship ; while built into the rude walls of the latter, 
but hidden by the debris, 1 found several pieces of worked marble, 
including among others a small fragment of a Doric column and a 
complete metope (unsculptured) and-triglyph from a Doric frieze. The 
marble must have come from a considerable distance, and therdore 
the temple to which they belonged was probably of some importance. 

Besides these remains of a temple, there are abundant traces of 
human habitation — rude walls, partially or completely buried, and 
coarse pottery ; but to none of these can an ancient date be confidently 
assigned. 

Here then was certainly an ancient temple ; probably but not 
certainly, an ancient town or village. It is just where we have been 
led on other grounds to look for Oresthasium i8 . 

A. Petronotis places it at Kamarakia (see Map 1) where he found 
sherds of the fourth century B.C. 19 . However, since Kamarakia is 
located a good distance west of Mt. Tsemberou 20 , his proposal runs 
counter to the ancient testimony that Oresthasion was on the direct 
road from Sparta to the Isthmus. 

W. K. Pritchett, after surveying the area, made the following 
comments concerning Oresthasion : 

Although 1 have been unable to find ceramic evidence which would 
clinch the matter of the site of Oresthasion, I believe that there are 
supporting arguments in favor of borings belief that the site is not 
to be sought in the Megalopolis plain. This conclusion rests on a study 
of the passes and roads of pre-automobile date 2I . 

And in greater detail, according to Pritchett, “Thucydides provides 
one positive indication about the road from Sparta past Oresthasion 
in telling us that the Spartans in 418 B.C. arrived at Mantineia with 


18 Ibid., p. 28. 

19 'HMeyah] Tlohq xfjq Apimbiac^ Athens, 1973, p. 157. 

20 Approximately 4,000 in. 

21 W. K. Pritchett, Studies in Ancient Greek Topography* IV, 1982, p. 30. 
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wagons (5.72.3)”. His search, “accordingly, was not simply for mule 
trails, but for traces of cart roads over or around mount Isem- 
berou” n . Furl lu-r on in his commentary he reports | 

Our search tor a road of the ‘cut and terrace’ variety was soon 
rewarded. >o the right of the modern Skortsinou-to-Papan road arc 
tone stretches, always lower in the valley. The natives of 1 apan first 
directed us to a section which can easily be traced for two or more 
kilometers. The width varies from 1.40 to 1.70 m, ... On the Mean 
sidc the road disappears in the terraced fields of the last incline belore 
descending into the Papari plain. The loss of the route here was 
particular! V' unfortunate because one might hope to find ceramic 
evidence for an ancient site at the road’s outlet» j 

If Pritchett’s interpretation of the road system is correct, the only 
direct way northward to Mantineia would be via the Asean plain. 
“In conclusion” Pritchett declares : “1 would support Leake s opinion 


» Ibid., p. 51. 
» Ibid., p. 55. 
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that Mainalian Oresthasion must be sought east of the crest of 
Mount Tsemberou” 24 . 

The latest of these surveys was conducted by Y. Pikoulas, and 
its results were announced first in the Xllth International Congress 
of Classical Archaeology, held in Athens from September 4 to 10, 
1983 and later incorporated in his doctoral dissertation 25 . 

Relying on phrases such as Thucydides’ (IV, 134, 1) ev AaSoneioj 
xfjq ‘OpmOidoq and (V, 64, 3) ’Opf.aOaov tfjg Mamdiag , Polybius’ 
(II. 51, 3) ev AadoKEWtq tcaAov/dvoiq r fjg Mt:yaXono\ixiSoq , and 
Pausanias’ (VIII, 44, 1) AoAokzui ... xa npd xov daxxcog, he concludes 
that since all of the above toponyms are connected both with the 
plain of Megalopolis and with Oresthasion, the latter is located on 
the same plain as the rest. Oresthasion, he continues, must have 
been near the village of Anemodhouri as ruins and pot-sherds from 
the area seem to suggest. Having also discovered an ancient road 
with wheel ruts on it, he connects it to the site by proposing that 
it was the outer most end of the Spartan military road system in 
the area and that it led to Oresthasion (i.e. Anemodhouri). He 
finalizes his theory by declaring that a “direct” way from Sparta 
northward was both impossible and incomprehensible 26 . 

Pikoulas’ argument is not acceptable. ’Opeodetov xfjq MatvqXiaq 
(Thuc., V, 64, 3) is not a precise topographical term since Oresthasion 
may be also’found in the company of other towns “of Mainalia” 
such as Asea, Alycaea and Eutaia (Pausanias, VIII, 27). As a matter 
of fact, Oresthasion’s inclusion in the company ol all these cities 
can only suggest that it may have been located in the same area 
as they ; the plain of Asea cast of Ml. Tsemberou. 

As far as a direct road not being possible Pritchett correctly 
observed that “once one arrived at Skortsinou after inspecting the 
terrain on all sides of Mount Tsemberou, it appears clear that instead 
of going around three sides ol a square, as it were, to icach Asea, 
a direct route would be northward through the. Skortsinou pass at 
the southern base of Mount Tsemberou by way of the modern 
Skortsinou-Papari road” 27 . 


23 n a! Uv/iOY kaz,'H Nova MsyaXonoXhiKii Xoipa, Athens, 1988. 

26 Ibid,, p. Ill. 
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It is sale to assume that Oresthasion was a focal point in the 
network of roads between Sparta, Megalopolis and Asea, and so 
would require to be in such a site as to either control the connection 
point of the roads Megalopolis-Asea and Sparta-Asea, or the pass 
leading to the intersection of these two roads. Suchj advantages are 
offered by only two places along the way to the north : Agia Triada 
arid the'‘Tow hillside across the village of Daphne (see Map 2). 
Although both ol these spots would be able to check the road system 
of the plain, only Agia Triada is in a position to guard the three 
lower entrances into the plain of Asea from the west: these being 
a) the natural way created by the Alpheios, i b) what has become 
the path of Rapsomati 28 , running parallel to the Alpheios, and c) the 
Anemodhouri-Papari way 29 . That possibility of control was under¬ 
stood by the builders of the tower there 30 . The Spartans would 
have seen the advantages of the site as well, and they must have 
utilized them especially since the pass south of Rapsomati is too 
strategically attractive to be left unattended, i j 

Today there exist three man made roads that connect Papari with 
Marmaria (sec Map 3). The most northern of these is of considerable 
age, and according to the locals it was a “kalderimi” until the 
resistance forces of the area increased its width more than forty 
years ago. This path will take you directly to the hill of Agia Triada, 
as it passes under the view of the Paleos Pvrgos on its left. The 
second from the west or middle road passes directly under the hill 
of Agia Triada and from that height it is impossible to see the church 
as it hides among pine and cypress trees 3 !. The I third road runs 
through the cultivated fields of the plain and has jbeen created hv 
the locals for this purpose alone. j 

The church of Agia Triada, is totally rebuilt. New tiles on the 
roof, new stones at the bases of its walls and a thick cement and 

i j 

See note 2. j 

29 Cir:i.i, was ihe first to report the existence of this path in his Itinerary of 
the Morea , London, 1817, pp. 137-138. More detail? are given in his Narrative 
of a Journey in the Morea , London, 1823, pp. 170-175. j 

M) Pritchett dales it as Roman ; Pikoulas 1 places its construction in the Middle 

Ages. 

11 This road will take you to the small church of Agios Giannakes. The church 
is rebuilt just as M. Jost reported [R.E.A., 75 (1973), p. 246, n. 1] and marble 
can be seen all aiound the outer surface of its walls. 

> . i 
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mud mixture covers all previously placed material. Today no worked 
stones can be seen either on the courtyard or in the walls of the 
building. The hill top (48 m X 50 m) is surrounded; by what seems 
to have been a Byzantine fortification wall. In the southwest corner 
two worked stones can be seen together with an abundance of 
unworked smaller ones that apparently were once part of a building 
standing at that particular spot. Taking into consideration Tarings 
findings together with the topographical importance of the hill one 
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can safely conclude that a settlement with a temple existed here 
in antiquity. This 1 assume to have been Orestheum. 

* 

* * 

In conclusion, since our knowledge of Orestheum s possible 
location stems out of two incidents, both of which were events of 
crisis that demanded the quick deployment of Spartan troops to 
a northern destination, any hypothesis concerning the temporary 
bivouacing of these troops must be made with the urgency of their 
tactical deployment in mind. Ml. Tscmbcrou is a physical obstacle. 
It would, in other words, have been unproductive for the Spartans 
to put a barrier 1200 m high on their way,' especially at moments 
critical to their existence. 
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